The epic project of publishing Darwin's total correspondence has been in progress since 1985 and I have reviewed successive volumes since they Wrst appeared, which has given me a perspective on how this initiative has developed and grown. It has now reached 1868 and this year alone has required two sizeable volumes. One might, of course, ask whether publication in print is still needed, with much of the correspondence available on the web http://darwinonline.org.uk, and indeed this will be the preferred option for those wishing to consult a speciWc letter, but to appreciate the general Xow of correspondence and the numerous critical foot-notes, there is no substitute for the printed page and I hope that Cambridge University Press will continue this.
The year 1868 represents a particularly important year for those interested in Darwin primarily from a human genetics perspective, for it was the year that saw the publication of The Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication, Darwin's Wrst major book since On The Origin of Species was published in 1859, and the Wrst also in which he was able to present the detailed, rather than summarised evidence to support the operation of natural selection. It also contains the presentation of his ideas on heredity, notably his 'pangenesis' hypothesis. What is often forgotten is that the book also brings together a considerable amount of data on human genetic variation and inherited disorders.
By 1868, the actual collection of information had been completed, but publication of the book, in several languages, set oV a further spate of correspondence from people around the world who had read it and were keen to add their own observations.
The 1868 correspondence thus contains a number of letters relevant to human genetic conditions, including the previously published Lecompte family with hereditary blindness (Feb 29th), colour blindness in women (July 3rd) and birthmarks in successive generations (April 5th). Most remarkable of all is the letter to Darwin from Alphonse de Candolle (July 2nd) describing a Swiss and French family with hypertrophy of the scalp muscles through at least three generations. One member 'made a bet that if several thick dictionaries were placed on his head, he would throw them down without moving his head in the slightest, just by moving his scalp forwards. He never failed'. To my knowledge this has not been published clinically in detail or recognised as a distinct condition. Perhaps descendents are still living?
Darwin was particularly concerned about how his 'pangenesis' hypothesis of heredity would be received, and the tone of his letters suggests that he was none too conWdent about this. His fears were conWrmed when even his closest friends and allies were luke-warm, at best, about it.
In 1868 Darwin was already looking ahead to the evidence for human evolution, which would later be published as The Descent of Man and The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals. Material from many of the letters he received in this year would Wnd a place in these two books. Darwin had for many years completely accepted that man had evolved from 'lower' animals, but had omitted the topic entirely from On the Origin of Species (probably wisely). Now he was conWdent that he had the evidence to support his views and much of it appears in the letters of this year.
As with previous volumes, the 1868 correspondence gives many personal insights into Darwin's life, including his pleasure and pride at his son George's mathematical success at Cambridge, problems with the local vicar P. S. Harper (&) Institute of Medical Genetics, CardiV University, Heath Park, CardiV CF14 4XN, UK e-mail: HarperPS@CardiV.ac.uk disappearing with Church funds, and (like most authors) interest in the sales of his books. Surprisingly, his health was good for much of the year, giving a distinctly cheerful tone to many of his letters.
Darwin was the archetypal 'networker', relying on the new and remarkably eYcient global postal system for maintaining contact with hundreds of helpful and industrious informants who supplied data on every conceivable subject, which he assembled in the quiet of Down House to place alongside his own experimental work in forming the grand picture of evolution by natural selection. He unashamedly used other people's observations, but was always punctilious in acknowledging them. He would surely have loved email, though he might have been disconcerted to receive a reply on the same day from the opposite side of the world! Actually the inevitable delay, often of months, was often beneWcial, allowing a correspondent time to check facts or even collect new data before replying.
As with previous volumes, the liberal use of photography, an introductory essay and the detailed footnotes help to round out the background to the letters themselves.
In praising this remarkable project I have only one criticism and plea to make-to Cambridge University Press, the publishers. In my copy of the book, at least, the print was small and rather faint, making continuous reading tiring. Since this is now the main purpose of the printed volumes I hope that they will remedy the defect in future, so that it does not detract from the pleasure of following what must surely be the world's most important scientiWc correspondence.
